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Studies by Hetherington, Stanley-Hagen, and Anderson in 1989
(cited in Kurtz & Deverensky, 1993) indicated that approximately
45 percent of all children born in the United States since 1970
will experience an average of six childhood years in a single
parent home as a consequence of divorce. Guttman (1993) reported
that according to the U.S. Bureau of Census in 1989, this 45%
figure accounts for 1 million children every year. Guttman
(1993) stated that this figure represents a 400% increase in
numbers of children affected in the United States since 1957 when
F. I. Nye first began studying children from "broken" homes.
According to Kurtz and Deverensky (1993), divorce, in and of
itself, is not the psychological stressor which causes distress
in parents and children; rather it is the hardships and demands
that the divorce situation creates which may cause maladjustment
and behavior problems, particularly for children. In some
situations divorce can be conceptualized as a normative family
transition, with changes occurring in the roles and rules within
the family structure. Through divorce, the family can make a
transition into a binuclear family with the parents living apart.
(Mccubbin, H., 1989). Divorce, in fact, can result in the
cessation of interparent hostility and improved parental
relationships which

may contribute to positive adjustment in

children. (Guttman, 1993).
Wallerstein and Kelly's research revealed a different
viewpoint. Their studies during the 1970s (Kurtz & Deverensky,
1993; Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1980; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1989)
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focused on the negative effects of divorce on children at
different developmental stages. Their longitudinal study, called
the California Children of Divorce Project, involved sixty
families including 131 children between the ages of 3 and 18.
The study evolved into a fifteen year project with interviews of
the families occurring immediately after the decision to file for
divorce, at 18 months, at five years, and at ten and fifteen
years.
Wallerstein and Kelly (1989) found that while divorce may be
beneficial for the adults involved, the consequences for the
children are often negative simply because of the restructuring
of their lives. Some of the common reactions of children after
divorce were found to be the loss of age appropriate defenses,
intense sadness, longing, and loyalty conflicts.
Studies done in 1979 by Hetherington and Longfellow, (cited
in Drapeau & Bouchard, 1993; Hetherington & Parke, 1979) and in
1981 by Hetherington and Cox also indicated that, despite the
fact that divorce may bring positive results, it disrupts the
family structurally in terms of visits, amount of contact with
parents, cohabitation patterns, and qualitatively in terms of the
nature of child-parent relationships. In 1984, in a process model
proposed by Belsky (cited in Kurtz

&

Deverensky, 1993), Belsky

stated that marital disruption may cause acute distress in twothirds of the children which may last for approximately two
years. Kurtz and Deverensky (1993) also posited that the distress
of divorce, when compounded with chronic parental conflict, has
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been thought to be much more enduring than when conflict is
minimal.
Cummings and Davies (1994), described correlations found
between childhood behavioral and emotional problems and chronic
conflict between parents. Correlations between these two
variables usually ranged between .20 and .45, but in some
instances were as high as .63. Cummings and Davies (1994) also
cited studies done in 1990 by Grych and Fincham which indicated
that marital conflict commonly accounts for 4% to 20% of all the
differences in psychologial adjustment problems

between children

of divorced and nondivorced parents.
Given this evidence that hostility and conflict between
parents exacerbate the effects of divorce for children, it is
important for counselors to focus on these effects and their
implications and to provide effective interventions. This is
particularly true for

children in the early-latency stage (ages

6-8 years old), because it is at this time that children are
becoming more aware of their surroundings, important
relationships, and the effect of these surroundings and
relationships on their lifestyles (Kalter,

1990). Parental

conflict during this period may be devastating to the earlylatency age child both developmentally and emotionally as the
conflict has an effect on these developing awarenesses.

4

The purpose of this paper is to study, through a review of
literature, the normal early-latency development of the 6-to-8
year old child and the effects of parental conflict during
marital disruption on the child's development and adjustment.
Normal Early-Latency Development
Ages 6 through 8 years
Several leading theorists in child development including
Freud, Piaget, and Erickson have studied the period of earlylatency in the 6-to-8 year old child (Hall, Lamb, & Perlmutter,
1986). Sigmund Freud was one of the first theorists to focus on
the psychosexual development of the child. It was Freud who
coined the phrase "latency", referring to the child from ages 6to-8 years old to puberty. It is during this stage, Freud
explained, that tenderness predominates over sexual feelings, and
children learn to feel shame and guilt. He described child at
this as age beginning to develop a conscience as he or she
internalizes parental values and standards of conduct. Freud
referred to this development of a conscience as the development
of the superego (cited in Hall et al., 1986;

cited in

Hetherington & Parke, 1979).
Another leading theorist who focused on child development
was Piaget (Berstein, 1989; Hall et al., 1986). Piaget's emphasis
was on knowlege and knowing, which he called genetic
epistemology. His work has influenced research in the fields of
perceptual and intellectual development of children. Piaget
labeled the years between 4 and 7 the "preoperational stage."

5

He believed the preoperational child can form mental
representations, but these representations are not mental
operations because the child is not able to understand certain
logical rules. Piaget believed that, children's representations
at this age are also not integrated. Because of this, children
may believe that everything

in the world was made by one person

or that inanimate objects may be alive. At this age, the child is
thought to be egocentric and to believe that everyone sees the
world exactly as he or she does (Berstein, 1989).
Piaget (Hall et al., 1986) believed that moral development
involved many of the same principles and processes as
intellectual development and so it was also a focus of his
research. Piaget stated that, from about age 5 until age 11, the
child enters into a state called moral absolutism. During this
stage, Piaget described the child as developing a great concern
and respect for rules. Any deviation from these rules is thought
by the early-latency child to result in imminent justice or
punishment from outside forces. The child's egocentrism and
realistic thinking often leads him or her to confuse external
realities with him or her own thought processes and subjective
experiences.
Vernon & Al-Mabuk (1995) further illustrated Piaget's
cognitive description of the early-latency child or the
preoperational child when they described the tendency of this age
child to interpret or misinterpret situations in an either/or
way. Vernon & Al-Mabuk (1995) states that this age child tends to
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base many of her decisions on his or her own needs and desires.
Piaget called this characteristic egocentrism. The 6-to-8 year
old child may engage in imaginative powers, while beginning to
think objectively and realistically. Vernon

&

Al-Mabuk (1995)

stated that at this age children become more aware of others'
thoughts and feelings, allowing them to respond to others more
effectively. It is this awareness that
to develop moral reasoning. (Vernon

&

leads the child to begin
Al-Mebuk, 1995).

Along with the early latency child's cognitive and moral
development, learning new tasks becomes evident (Hall et al.,
1989). Erickson's emphasis was on psychodynamics and he called
the years between 6-to-8 the industry vs. inferiority stage
(Hall et al., 1989). Erickson believed that at this stage the
child begins to participate in school and gains recognition by
producing things and learning technical skills that he or she
will use as an adult. Erickson foresaw a sense of inadequacy and
inferiority developing if the child fails to receive adequate
recognition for these accomplishments. Because of this need for
recognition Erickson believed that this stage is a decisive stage
in the child's preparation to assume effective adult roles.
Hamilton (1993) reinforced Erikson's theory of industry vs.
inferiority developmental tasks in the 6-to-8 year old by
describing these tasks as the development of friendships, selfevaluation, concrete operations, skills learning and team play.
Hamilton stated that the failure to achieve these tasks may lead
the child to fail academically and to develop a low self concept.
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Impact of Conflict
Buehler, Krihsnakumar, Anthony, Tittsworth, and Stone,
(1994) described conflict as overt hostile behaviors which
include yelling, screaming, threatening, slapping, and hitting.
Emotions included with these behaviors may include anger,
contempt, derision, and/or belligerence. In 1981, Cummings and
colleagues (cited in Guttman, & Katz, 1993) found that the way
adults resolve their conflicts may have negative consequences for
children. Through their investigations, they found that exposure
to parental hostility is often associated with distressed, angry,
and physically aggressive reactions in children.
In 1970, Westman, Cline, Swift and Kramer (cited in Guttman,
1993) found in their research that the presence of conflict
between parents was evident for up to two years after separation
in one-third of their samples. High parental conflict has been
shown to have a greater destructive impact on a child's
adjustment than has the total or partial loss of a parent through
divorce (Tschann, Johnston, Kline, & Wallerstein, 1990).
Wallerstein and Kelly, in 1977, (cited in Guttman, 1993;
cited in Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1980; cited in Wallerstein

&

Kelly, 1989) found two features which are essential to a child's
adjustment. These are described as the quality of the parentchild relationship and the child's ability to adjust to the
divorce situation. The quality of the parent-child relationship
involves the parents' level of involvement with their own needs
as they attempt to deal with

an overwhelming situation.
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focus on self-needs may mean neglecting their child's needs as
they strive to deal with the overwhelming stresses created by the
divorce. The parents may become less affectionate, and their
parenting skills may be less consistent, with discipline becoming
weaker. Wallerstein and Kelly's 1980 research (cited in Tschann,
et al., 1990; cited in Guttman, 1993; cited in Wallerstein &
Blakeslee, 1980; cited in Wallerstein & Kelly, 1989) shows
evidence that the quality of the custodial parent's relationship
with the child is the most powerful determinant of the child's
adjustment.
Prolonged and continued conflict, hostility and tension
between parents has been found to be detrimental to the wellbeing of the child (Guttman, 1993). Cummings and

Davies (1994)

described the effect of background anger on the child's behavior
reactivity in response to parental anger and his or her increase
in negative expectations about the future course of adult
conflicts. Cummings and Davies (1994) and Kalter (1990) suggested
that a child's psychological energy and resources are used by the
child to cope, and maintaining this higher level of arousal
depletes resources needed for emotions and behaviors in other
contexts. As these resources are depleted, a reduction in the
quality of the child's functioning both within and outside the
family may occur. Cummings and Davie's studies have found that if
this lowered level of functioning is left unattended, the
depressive reactions of sadness and withdrawel can blossom into
full-blown depression.
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The functions which may be affected by parents' conflicts
can include the child's social behavior, the amount of the
child's social participation, and the child's level of cognitve
functioning.

(Buehler, et al., 1994; Cummings & Davies, 1994;

Drapeau & Bouchard, 1993; Guttman, 1993; Hamilton, 1993). The
results of these effects evidence themselves as high levels of
stress, aggression, and less work effectiveness in school and
home.
Kalter (1990) described the three stages of separation and
divorce which each family experiences after separation as the
immediate crisis phase, the short-term aftermath and the longrange phase. Kalter found that when parental conflict is
involved, the progression from one phase to the next may be
prolonged, and children's adjustment to each phase becomes more
difficult.
Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1989) further described the
three stages of the immediate crisis stage, short-term aftermath
stage, and the long-range phase as the initial stage which may
last 1 to 2 years after separation, the transitional stage which
may last up to 5 years after the divorce, and the last stage
which is marked by a renewed sense of stability and lasts
indefinitely. Kalter's (1990) stages are being used in this paper
to provide structure, although reference will be given to
Wallerstein's and Blakeslee's stages.

Immediate Crisis Phase of Divorce
Kalter (1990) stated that during the immediate crisis

phase

of divorce, the parents' decision to separate or divorce becomes
public. It is a time of shock and disbelief for family and
friends. Research has suggested that it is during this time that
conflict between the parents is most prevalent and becomes the
most serious stressor for all. The atmosphere of conflict and
chaos as the upheavel occurs may be absorbing, diverting, and
debilitating. (Buehler, et al., 1994; Wallerstein

&

Blakeslee,

1989). Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1989) has described the
immediate crisis phase as a time when the stage is set for the
expression of anger and sexual impulses, for depression and for
disorganization within the family.
Physical violence may be present between parents during this
immediate crisis stage, causing fear in children involved in
witnessing aggression. Ahrons (1994) did a six year longitudinal
study beginning in 1978. It involved a random sample of 98
families after the parents had filed for divorce. Ahrons found in
68% of the participants, violence had occurred at least once
during the marital history. At least half of these participants
said the violence had occurred in the last six months of the
marriage. One-fourth of those stated that violence was still
occurring after separation. Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1989)
stated that the children who observe this violence may not be
aware that this violent behavior may be temporary or situationspecific, causing insecurity and fear for the future and the
safety of family members.
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Because the immediate crisis stage of divorce can be
overwhelming for parents parenting skills may become diminished
(Drapeau & Bouchard, 1993; Tschann et al., 1990). The parenting
skills most affected include less consistent discipline, less
affection for the child, and less parental emotional availability
of the parent to the child. The importance of these observations
is strengthened by the findings of Wallerstein and Blakeslee
(cited in Drapeau & Bouchard, 1993; cited in Wallerstein &
Blakeslee, 1989) which stated that the quality of child-parent
relationship is recognized as a determining factor in social and
academic adjustment among children of separated parents (Drapeau

& Bouchard, 1993; Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1989).
During the immediate crisis stage of marital disruption, the
parents may become snappish and grouchy as they deal with their
own depression and anger (Kalter, 1990). According to Cummings
and Davies (1994), in approximately 30% of couples experiencing
marital problems, one parent will be clinically depressed.
Unfortunately, parental hostilities may maintain the depression,
causing greater risk for maladjustment in the child, particularly
for childhood depression (Buehler et al., 1994; Tschann et al.,
1990). Parents may become less sensitive and thoughtful to their
children's needs. They may bury themselves in work or other
activities to escape their pain.
It is common for the early-latency child experiencing
divorce to feel overwhelming sadness over losing the familiar
sense of family cohesiveness. Common worries during parental
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conflict associated with marital dissolution may include the
child's fantasies of one enraged parent hurting the other parent,
and the child may experience feelings of fright and vulnerability
(Buehler, 1994). Kalter (1990) suggested that children may worry
about being abandoned and fear being alone. The effect of the
total or partial loss of the non-custodial parent, along with the
emotional loss of the remaining parent, may be overwhelming to a
small child. Studies have shown that
children may hoard food as their parents become less available
and the children's trust in them falters (Wallerstein & Kelly,
1980). The child's ability to learn in school may be hampered by
concerns over having to care for himself or herself (Drapeau &
Bouchard, 1993).
Children frequently report feeling responsible for parental
discord (Kurtz & Deverensky, 1993). Buehler et al. (1994) cited
Covell and Abramovitch's 1987 finding that 40% of the 7 through 9
year olds in their studies of children from divorced families
believed that they were the major cause of their mothers' anger.
In 1993, Cummings (cited in Buehler et al., 1994) described
children's reactions to anxiety when parents' arguments were
particularly hostile and were focused on child-related matters.
Cummings (Buehler et al., 1994; Cummings & Davies, 1994) found
that when parents' arguments were particularly angry and focused
on child related matters, children were more likely to experience
self blame than were children who were not exposed to parental
arguments focused on them. Children who are anxious about
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resolution to the conflict are more likely to involve themselves
in their parents' hostilities which may cause them to be the
focus of the situation, thereby continuing the risk for feeling
the burden of responsibility. Guilt and shame in early-latency
children is often exhibited as depression.
The 6-to-8 year old child has been found to be more
susceptible to depression than to fear and anger, although he or
she may respond reflexively to parental conflict with anger and
aggression (Cummings & Davies, 1994; Drapeau & Bouchard, 1993).
This overt behavior becomes a mechanism to ward off the fear and
sadness caused by grief. The child experiences grief because of
the loss of a parent and the family unit. Grief also contributes
to depression as the child believes that he or she may be
responsible for parental difficulties.
Vernon and Al-Mabuk (1995) suggested that this depression
may be manifested as sadness, feelings of discouragement and
helplessness, and low self esteem. Depression may also be
communicated overtly through poor school performance, refusal to
attend school, boredom, or problems with friends. Studies
reported by Drapeau and Bouchard (1993) indicate that children
experiencing parental separation during the immediate crisis
phase of divorce may be less sociable, have a smaller network of
friends, and spend less time with their companions. Stolberg and
Anker in 1983, and Hetherington in 1979 (cited in Drapeau &
Bouchard, 1993) reported that children during the first year of
divorce had more problems in play and social interactions than
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did children with intact families. This also may be indicative of
depression.
Short-Term Aftermath Phase
The short-term aftermath stage of separation and divorce
lasts for about two years after the occurence of divorce (Kalter,
1990). During this stage, the realities of divorce set in for the
parents and for the early-latency child. Kalter purports that
for most families, patterns of support, custody and visiting
schedules become established. Wallerstein and

Kelly (1989)

called this the transition stage and described it as unstable
because of the many changes which are being made with
somefamilies having difficulty accepting these changes.
The biggest stressor at the short term aftermath stage
occurs in those families in which the custodial parent is having
difficulty dealing with the situation and cannot regain his or
her emotional equilibrium due to task overload (McCubbin, 1989).
The single parent finds him or herself dealing with family tasks
and needs which are usually regarded a full time job for two
adults in a nuclear family. (Hetherington, 1979). At a time when,
developmentally, the child should be becoming more independent,
the parent can become inappropriately dependent on the child,
creating unhealthy enmeshment (Wallerstein

&

Blakeslee, 1989). If

this occurs, the child can find it difficult to develop a
separate identity, can have trouble sorting out reality, can
become emotionally restricted, and can feel saddened about having
needs unfulfilled.
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Ahron's (1994) longitudinal research found that another
major stressor during the short term phase is caused by what
Ahrons calls anomie or normlessness. The Webster's New World
Dictionary (1982) describes anomie as a lack of purpose or
identity; a sense of rootlessness. As old roles disappear,
confusion may occur as new roles take their place. Decisions
about new boundaries and rules can serve as a basis for conflict
until, if ever, these roles get stabilized.
During the short term phase following divorce, the earlylatency child may still feel sadness over his or her losses, but
denial may begin to give way to reality (Kalter, 1990). The 6-to8 year old child may react to stressors by being active and doing
what is needed to avoid thinking about them. The child may even
have the appearance of having adjusted to his or her ordeal.
The Long-Range Phase of Adjustment
The beginning of the long-range phase of adjustment to
divorce may occur 2 to 3 years after separation. This period will
be the last period and will continue indefinitely (Kalter, 1990).
Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1989) described this as a time marked
by new stability. The divorced family is reestablished as a new,
secure, functioning unit. In Wallerstein and Kelly's (1980)
longitudinal study during the 1970's this third stage was
observed during the five year, ten year and fifteen year follow
up interviews of divorced families. Little change in adjustment
levels was found at the time of the 10 and 15 year interviews.
During these interviews, single parent families were still
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vulnerable, experiencing more emergencies than intact families.
Arrangements made to accommodate children, such as custody and
visitation, tended to break down as children entered new
developmental stages and adults entered new relationships.
In this stage, interparental hostility still marks the
greatest stressor for the child, as well as for the parents
(Guttman, 1993). The ongoing conflict between parents may be due
to a number of factors,

including the inability of one parent to

give up the marriage, wounds and continued rage, and selfjustification or self-punishment. The cummulative effects of
parental conflict, compounded by the virulent nature of the
hostility for such a long time, puts the child at extreme risk
for developing emotional and behavioral difficulties.
Wallerstein and Kelly's (1980) California Project revealed
through interviews with adolescents that they felt particularly
affected by divorce of their parents because it occurred during
their formative years. Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1989) stated
that what the children sees and experiences during marital
disruption becomes part of their inner worlds, their views of
themselves and society. Children who have witnessed violence
between their parents often find these images dominating their
relationships 10 and 15 years later.
As children of divorce enter adolescence and young
adulthood, they may still have unresolved feelings, particularly
anger about how their parents behaved during and after their
marriage (Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1989). Adolescents in these
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situations may experience low self-esteem, feelings of anger,
grief and depression (Jennings, Salts, & Smith, 1991 ). Other
difficulties may include earlier sexual activity in adolescence
than is true of adolescents from intact first families and also
the development of adolescent personality disturbances.
& Spencer,

(Shapiro

1993).

Wallerstein and Kelly (cited in Jennings et al., 1991)
found that most subjects, ages 3-to-11 years, during the five
year follow up interviews of their longitudinal study expected to
marry as adults. However, they were cautious about whether they
would be able to commit to a long-term relationship and hesitant
about having children. Results of a 10 year follow-up study of
the same subjects (Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1989) showed that
most intended to marry. However, two-thirds of the subjects
expressed fear of marital failure. Cohabitation was often
considered as a test of the relationship. One-third of the women
in the study appeared wary of commitment and were drifting from
one relationship to another.
Bowlby (cited in Catron et al., 1987) supported the findings
of Wallerstein and Kelly, suggesting that adults who have had
disruptions in attachments during childhood will have
difficulties forming relationships in adulthood. In Bowlby's
view, these adults may run the risk of developing a compulsively
self-reliant approach to life.
Adults who have experienced divorced conflictual families as
children are more likely to be overly-dependent and afraid to be
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alone (Shapiro & Spencer, 1993). They may become overly sensitive
and have difficulties making minor decisions such as making
dinner reservations or arrangements for babysitters. Shapiro and
Spencer (1993) reinforced Wallerstein and Kelly's finding that as
adults, children from confictual families may experience a
reluctance to establish a long-lasting relationship, a greater
desire to cohabitate rather marry, and hesitancy about exposing
future children to marital disruption. The greater the parental
warfare, the greater the risk that children will have
insecurities about relationships (Shapiro & Spencer, 1993). These
individuals are more likely to see mental health professionals;
they also have higher divorce rates, more work-related problems,
and more emotional difficulties.
Parents as Models for Conflict Resolution
From 1980 through 1983, a study done by Tschann et al.,
(1990) measured emotional adjustment and behavior problems of 184
families with 351 children ages 18 and younger. They found that
both male and female children exposed to parental hostilities may
resent the ongoing warfare between their parents but may learn
that this type of behavior is the way to solve differences in
opinion. In these families, parents became the model for conflict
resolution, which involved a lack of control and poor problemsolving skills. Parents who themselves have difficulty exercising
impulse control also have difficulty helping their children
develop these skills.
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Studies by Cummings and Davies (1994) and Hetherington and
Parke (1994) indicated that repeated exposure to interparental
anger may increase children's aggression due to modeling.
Hetherington and Parke (1979) found in their research that when
both parents were hostile and there was high conflict in the
home, both boys and girls tended to imitate the dominant parent.
Cummings and Klaczynski (as cited in Cummings & Davies,
1994) found that among first through third graders high arousal
in response to background anger predicted increased aggressive
impulses towards peers. In this study, aggression also occurred
even without peers present, as the children directed their
aggression toward toys, adult therapists, and showed exhibitions
of aggression using undirected hostile outbursts. Cummings and
Klaczynski believed this finding to be significant because it
demonstrated that exposure to background anger may have pervasive
effects on children's aggressiveness.
Behavioral and Emotional Distress
When conflict occurs at its greatest before parental
separation, while the marriage is still intact, it has been found
the child is more likely to express himself or herself
behaviorally. When the conflict occurs after the separation, the
child will often express himself or herself emotionally. (Tschann
et al., 1990).
It is important to recognize the signs of behavioral and
emotional distress, which can occur at any time, so that
appropriate interventions may be applied. Cummings and Davies
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(1994), in their research, described these behavioral distress
signs in response to parental anger as crying, freezing, facial
distress, distressed body movements, requests to leave, and
verbalizations of discomfort, anxiety, or concern. Cummings and
Davies' research (1994) also described exhibits of emotional
distress as self-reports of sadness and anger in response to
background anger. Children in Cummings and Davies' research also
reported feelings of guilt, shame, or worry, particularly if the
conflict concerns the behavior of those children.
Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1989) concluded that the younger
early-latency child, at approximately age 6, may experience
temper tantrums, somewhat like the temper tantrums seen in
preschool age children. This age child may also show signs

of

withdrawel. Depression, night terrors and espressions of anger
are also common the six-to-eight year old child.
According to Kalter (1990), other signs of distress in
latency age children may not be consistent over time, but may
appear, disappear, and reappear. These include passive-aggressive
responses of anger in the form of whining or complaining,
repetitive "accidents" such as spilling drinks, or deliberate
absentmindedness. Signs of distress may also appear from time to
time as uncooperativeness, sullenness, and obstinance. Headaches
and stomachaches may also be psychosomatic symptoms. Passiveaggressiveness is often chosen by the children because of the
fear of punishment, abandonment, or loss of love.
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Loss of previous developmental accomplishments or the
failure to achieve these accomplishments within a generally
recognized appropriate age frame, such as the loss of toilet
training, can be included as signs of distress. (Wallerstein

&

Kelly, 1980). The child may show signs of being afraid to be away
from the parents for long periods of time, and may have trouble
relating to more than one child at a time due to the fear of
abandonment, and his or her preoccupation with the home
situation. (Kalter, 1990).
Some studies show that there may be gender differences in
the way early latency age children react to conflict between
estranged parents (Cummings & Davies, 1994; Gottman & Katz,
1993; Hetherington
by Hetherington

&

&

Parke, 1979; Tschann et al., 1990).Studies

Parke (1979) showed that boys may be affected

more than girls by marital discord; however other studies
suggested that this may only rest on the fact that boys
externalize their reactions while girls may internalize them.
(Cummings & Davies, 1994; Gottman & Katz,1993; Tschann et al.,
1990).
Boys' reactions to marital discord and dissolution may
appear as an increase in aggression, dependency, disobedience and
developmental regression (Lowry

&

Settle, 1985). Wallerstein and

Kelly (1980) suggested that boys may react with a greater
tendency to cry or sob than girls during distress. During normal
development, boys may choose to become more like their fathers as
they explore their masculinity (Hetherington, 1979; Kalter, 1990;
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Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980). This may help the boys feel closer to
their fathers, but during marital disruption, mothers may become
irritated when they see their sons start to exhibit behaviors
which they find unacceptable in their exspouses. This may result
in the sons appearing to be less considerate, less accepting of
blame, and more likely to get into trouble. Wallerstein and
Kelly's research attributes these unacceptable behaviors in boys
as an inability to resolve Oedipal issues (cited in Guttman,
1989). Lowry and Settle (1985) differed with Wallerstein and
Kelly's research by attributing these behaviors to a boy's
childlike attempt to re-establish a masculine prescence in the
family.
Early latency age females often express anger as depression
by turning anger inward (Cummings & Davies, 1994; Kalter, 1990).
Girls may cry easily, have a continuous sad expression, withdraw
from peer related activities, and have trouble sleeping
(Wallerstein & Kelly, 1989). Overeating also becomes a common
symptom as children seek consolation from food. Female children
and adults may become overachievers in their effort to hide their
anger, confusion and unresolved feelings (Larkin, 1981).
It is important for teachers, parents, counselors and
significant people in the child's support network to understand
the impact of parental discord and to recognize the signs of
childhood distress in order to be able to provide the neccessary
interventions so that long-term detrimental effects can be
avoided.

23
Conclusion
Marital disruption can threaten the child's sense of
stability, and the conflict that often accompanies the
disintegration of their parent's marriage can be a source of
fear, uncertainty, and anger for the child. Acute childhood
distress in response to parental discord can be detrimental to
the child's development with short-term and long-term
consequences.
The way parents choose to resolve their conflicts may have
an effect on their children's social behavior, the amount of
their social participation, and their cognitive functioning both
in school and in the home. During the immediate crisis phase of
marital disruption, parental conflict is the most serious
stressor for the family. It may totally absorb the parents'
attentions leaving the child-parent relationship at risk. The
short-term aftermath phase lasts about two years after the
decision to divorce is made. It is a time of instability as the
realities of divorce and creating new roles and boundaries occur.
The two greatest stressors at this time are parental overload and
parents' conflicts over changes which need to be made in the
family structure. Risks to the child at this stage are enmeshment
of the parent/child relationship and the child's maladjustment,
which may be magnified by denial and grief. Long-term
consequences begin about two to three years after separation and
last indefinitely. Crisis in binuclear families may occur when a
child reaches a new developmental stage and adjustments in
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visitation and custody need to be made, or if remarriage occurs.
As the child reaches adolescence and adulthood chronic
parental discord may result in unresolved feelings, particularly
feelings of anger, grief, and low self-esteem. These unresolved
feelings may affect the child's future decisions about
relationships and children. It may also put him or her at risk
for greater emotional and mental difficulties.
Gender differences often appear in the way a child exhibits
his or her feelings. Boys have been known to externalize those
feelings in the form of aggressiveness. Girls may internalize
their feelings in the form of depression and overeating and
overachievement.
Because the early latency age is a vulnerable time, it is
important to focus on the 6-to-8 year old child when dealing with
issues of divorce and parental behavior. At this age, the child
is forming conceptions of family and interrelationships which
will be an important foundation for relationships as the child
grows older. The child is beginning school, and success in
learning academic tasks as this age is essential to later
scholastic development. Cognitive development in the earlylatency age child is still immature, with mixtures of reality and
fantasy.
Failure to address issues which affect development may
result in delays in the child's growth socially, emotionally,
and cognitively.

Therefore, parents and school personnel need to

be aware of the implications of parental discord and the signs of
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distress, so that they can prevent or diminish the devastating
effects which parental hostility can cause.
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